DEVELOPING THE NATURE-BASED TOURISM SECTOR IN SOUTHWESTERN NORTH DAKOTA by Hodur, Nancy M. et al.
University of Nebraska - Lincoln 
DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln 
Great Plains Research: A Journal of Natural and 
Social Sciences Great Plains Studies, Center for 
2008 
DEVELOPING THE NATURE-BASED TOURISM SECTOR IN 
SOUTHWESTERN NORTH DAKOTA 
Nancy M. Hodur 
North Dakota State University - Main Campus 
F. Larry Leistritz 
North Dakota State University - Main Campus, f.leistritz@ndsu.edu 
Kara L. Wolfe 
North Dakota State University, klwolfe2@bradley.edu 
Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/greatplainsresearch 
 Part of the Other International and Area Studies Commons 
Hodur, Nancy M.; Leistritz, F. Larry; and Wolfe, Kara L., "DEVELOPING THE NATURE-BASED TOURISM 
SECTOR IN SOUTHWESTERN NORTH DAKOTA" (2008). Great Plains Research: A Journal of Natural and 
Social Sciences. 929. 
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/greatplainsresearch/929 
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Great Plains Studies, Center for at 
DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln. It has been accepted for inclusion in Great Plains Research: A 
Journal of Natural and Social Sciences by an authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - 
Lincoln. 
Great Plains Research 18 (Spring 2008):81-92 
© 2008 Copyright by the Center for Greot Plains Studies, University of Nebraska-Lincoln 
DEVELOPING THE NATURE-BASED TOURISM SECTOR 
IN SOUTHWESTERN NORTH DAKOTA 
N aney M. Hodur 
Agribusiness and Applied Economics 
Morrill Hall 217 
North Dakota State University 
Fargo, ND 58105 
F. Larry Leistritz 
Agribusiness and Applied Economics 
Morrill Hall 217 
North Dakota State University 
Fargo, ND 58105 
Jleistritz@ndsu.edu 
and 
Kara L. Wolfe 
Apparel, Design, Facility, and Hospitality Management 
EML361C 
North Dakota State University 
Fargo, ND 58105 
ABSTRACT-Rural communities increasingly are looking to the tourism sector as a source of economic 
growth. Southwestern North Dakota has experienced substantial out-migration and population loss, resulting in 
designation of the eight-county area as a Rural Economic Area Partnership (REAP) zone in 1995. The purpose 
ofthis study was to (1) identify opportunities for expanding the region's tourism sector, (2) identify challenges 
and obstacles facing tourism businesses, and (3) frame key issues and outline potential options for area deci-
sion makers. Information was gathered from (1) a survey of the region's tourism businesses, (2) focus-group 
interviews with tourism business operators, and (3) personal interviews with community and business leaders. 
The findings provide insight into the basic characteristics of the tourism businesses, identify some of the key 
constraints to expansion and development, and identify sector participants' perceptions of opportunities for 
growth, thus providing direction for future research and policy initiatives. 
Key Words: agritourism, hunting, nature-based tourism, North Dakota, sector development 
INTRODUCTION 
Rural communities around the United States, as well as 
in other countries, are increasingly looking to the tourism 
sector as a source of economic growth. With substantial 
growth in tourism over the past several decades, both in the 
United States and elsewhere in the industrialized world, 
tourism promotion has become an important economic 
development strategy (Briedenhann and Wickens 2004; 
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Hodur et al. 2005; Kim et al. 2006). In the United States, 
the growth of the travel and tourism industry outpaced 
growth of the gross domestic product in all but four of the 
past 46 years (Wilkerson 2003). The notion that tourism 
and recreation can contribute to the economic base of rural 
areas gains further support when socioeconomic trends in 
rural recreation counties are examined (Johnson and Beale 
2002; Reeder and Brown 2005). Since 1970, population 
growth of the 327 rural U.S. counties most economically 
dependent on recreation-tourism activities has been more 
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Figure 1. Study area, Southwest REAP Zone, North Dakota. 
than double the population growth in non metropolitan 
counties overall (Johnson and Beale 2002). During the 
1990s, population growth in these tourism-dependent 
economies averaged 20.2%, compared to 6.6% for counties 
that were economically dependent on farming and 2.3% for 
those dependent on mining. Similarly, Reeder and Brown 
(2005) examined socioeconomic trends during the 1990s 
for 311 rural recreation-tourism counties and found that 
tourism and recreational development led to higher em-
ployment growth rates, earnings, and income levels. 
Southwestern North Dakota, like much of the north-
ern Great Plains, has historically been economically 
dependent on agriculture and the energy industry. Since 
the early 1980s, the region has experienced substantial 
out-migration and population loss as both the agricultural 
and energy sectors have undergone considerable restruc-
turing, resulting in major decreases in employment (Coon 
and Leistritz 2006). For example, from 1980 to 2004, 
employment in the eight southwestern counties of North 
© 2008 Center for Great Plains Studies, University of Nebraska-Lincoln 
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Dakota decreased by 6.4%, with seven of the eight coun-
ties registering job losses. During the same period, the 
region's population fell by 18%, with all eight counties 
recording population losses (Coon and Leistritz 2006). 
The patterns of economic restructuring, out-migration, 
and population decline throughout the region led to the 
designation of these counties (see Fig. 1) as a Rural Eco-
nomic Area Partnership (REAP) zone in 1995. REAP is 
a U.S. Department of Agriculture program established to 
help address critical economic and community develop-
ment issues unique to rural areas by facilitating a col-
laborative and citizen-led effort to stimulate economic 
development and diversification (USDA 2004). Economic 
development initiatives in the REAP zone have included 
efforts to enhance several of the area's primary sectors 
including agriculture, manufacturing, energy, tourism, 
and other exported services. Tourism, and particularly 
nature-based tourism, has been identified as a primary 
sector with growth potential (Hodur et al. 2004), even 
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TABLE 1 
ECONOMIC BASE (SALES FOR FINAL DEMAND) OF THE SOUTHWEST RURAL ECONOMIC AREA 
PARTNERSHIP ZONE, 1998 AND 2002, BY ECONOMIC SECTOR 
2002 1998 Change from 1998 to 2002 
Sector/Industry Millions of 2002 dollars Percentage 
Agriculturea 226.1 275.1 (49.0) (17.8) 
Manufacturingb 95.1 88.5 6.6 7.5 
EnergyC 417.4 304.2 113.2 37.2 
Tourismd 223.6 149.1 74.5 50.0 
Exported servicese 19.9 12.3 7.6 61.8 
All primary sectors 982.1 829.2 152.9 18.4 
Source: Coon and Leistritz (2004). 
a North American Industrial Classification System (NAICS) group 11, primarily III (crop production) and 112 (livestock produc-
tion). 
b NAICS groups 31, 32, and 33. 
C NArCS group 211 (oil and gas extraction). 
d Expenditures by out-of-state visitors, primarily to firms in NAICS groups 44-45 (retail trade) and 72 (accommodation and food 
services). 
e NAICS group 518 (data processing and related services). 
though the area is quite remote from major population 
centers. 
The tourism sector has become a major growth sec-
tor within the regional economy. From 1998 to 2002, 
tourism-sector receipts in the study area grew by 50% 
and represented almost 49% of the total growth in pri-
mary sector (basic sector) receipts (Table 1). The region'S 
world-class upland game-bird hunting has become a key 
drawing card for visitors from across the country and a 
key contributor to the growth in visitor numbers in the 
region. Increasing pheasant populations have drawn 
growing numbers of hunters, both from elsewhere in 
North Dakota and from out of state. Accordingly, a cot-
tage industry has emerged offering visitors a wide variety 
of services such as guesthouse lodging (both with and 
without meals included), catering, guiding and outfitting, 
and bird cleaning, to name just a few (Hodur et al. 2004). 
(Readers should note that the values in Table 1 represent 
all expenditures by out-of-state visitors, of which nature-
based tourism is a subset.) 
The purpose of this study was to (1) identify oppor-
tunities for expanding the tourism sector in southwestern 
North Dakota, (2) identify challenges and obstacles fac-
ing the area's tourism businesses, and (3) frame key issues 
and outline potential options for area decision makers (the 
primary clientele for the study). 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Numerous authors have addressed nature-based 
tourism, agritourism, and other forms of rural tourism. 
Gartner (2004) reviews the history of rural tourism in 
North America and indicates that during the 1970s and 
1980s, tourism began to be recognized as an economic 
development tool for rural America. He notes that recent 
trends in rural tourism have included development of 
niche markets such as nature tourism (e.g., birding tours) 
and agritourism. MacLellean (1999) examined wildlife 
tourism as a sustainable form of tourism development 
in northwest Scotland, a region characterized by rural 
depopulation and a high-quality environment. A survey 
of the region's wildlife-oriented businesses revealed that 
most were small and of relatively recent origin. Agritour-
ism has likewise been examined by a number of authors. 
McGehee and Kim (2004) define agritourism as rural 
enterprises combining a working-farm environment with 
a hospitality business (e.g., bed and breakfasts, pick your 
own produce). Sharpley and Vass (2006) point out that 
farm-based tourism has long been recognized in Europe, 
both as an identifiable form of rural tourism and as an 
effective catalyst for rural development and regeneration. 
Overall, recent literature supports the idea that nature-
based tourism and agritourism can have potential as an 
© 2008 Center for Great Plains Studies, University of Nebraska-Lincoln 
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economic development option for rural areas with an ap-
propriate natural resource base. 
While the tourism sector has been a growing eco-
nomic force, both nationwide (Wilkerson 2003) and for 
rural areas (Reeder and Brown 2005), some regions have 
not fully shared in this growth. For example, Wilkerson 
(2003) notes that in most areas of the Plains states, lev-
els of travel and tourism activity are below the national 
average. However, he also points out that some areas 
formerly dependent on agriculture are now trying to 
attract more hunters and wildlife-viewing enthusiasts. 
Similarly, Bangsund et al. (2004) report that the growth 
of wildlife populations resulting from the Conservation 
Reserve Program has led to substantial increases in hunt-
ing and thus to increased revenues for local businesses in 
several rural areas in North Dakota. Increasing interest 
in wildlife recreation has also been identified as a major 
force affecting agricultural land values in the Great Plains 
(Henderson and Novak 2005). 
The research reported here builds on earlier work by 
examining the characteristics of tourism businesses in a 
region (northern Great Plains) where interest in develop-
ing the rural tourism sector has emerged only recently. 
As well as providing information useful to those living 
in the Southwest REAP zone, this paper has the potential 
to interest several groups of researchers: those interested 
in nature-based tourism, those interested in agritourism, 
and those interested in remote-area tourism. (Through-
out the paper, references to the SW-REAP zone and the 
Southwest region will be used interchangeably to de-
scribe the eight-county study area.) 
METHODS 
To obtain the information needed to accomplish 
the project objectives, three data collection techniques 
were employed. A mail survey of North Dakota's na-
ture-based tourism firms was conducted to gain insight 
about the services offered, operating history, clientele 
attributes, and proprietors' perceptions of potential for 
growth and expansion, as well as other characteristics. 
Subsequently, focus-group meetings and interviews with 
tourism business operators throughout the REAP zone 
provided insights about the circumstances that led these 
individuals to launch their enterprise, trends affecting 
their business and others like it, obstacles encountered, 
and potential for future growth. Personal interviews 
with community leaders (e.g., local officials, economic 
development professionals) provided additional insights 
regarding recent trends in the tourism sector, as well as 
© 2008 Center for Great Plains Studies, University of Nebraska-Lincoln 
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the area's strengths, weaknesses, and potential for future 
tourism development. The North Dakota State University 
Institutional Review Board approved all data collection 
efforts before they were undertaken. 
A self-completion questionnaire was mailed to 788 
nature-based tourism businesses across North Dakota in 
the spring of 2003. The questionnaire, designed by the 
authors, explored a number of aspects of business opera-
tions, including services provided, location of business 
and year established, months of operation, customer days 
and attributes (residence, business or family groups), 
gross revenue, expenses, and net profit. A customer day 
was defined as one customer or client for one day (or a 
part thereof). In addition, the tourism operators were 
queried regarding economic development potential of 
various nature-based tourism activities, attitudes regard-
ing various issues affecting the tourism sector, and basic 
demographics (age, education, household income). 
Assembling the survey list was a significant task, as 
no comprehensive list of nature-based tourism businesses 
was available. The survey mailing list was assembled 
from the following sources: (1) North Dakota Game and 
Fish Department's listing of licensed guides and outfit-
ters, (2) North Dakota Tourism Division's listings of 
tourist businesses, (3) listing of state-licensed bed and 
breakfast operations, (4) local convention and visitors' 
bureaus, and (5) Internet listings, brochures, and trade 
and travel magazines and publications. A concerted effort 
was made to identify a wide variety of enterprises. The 
survey was conducted following Dillman (1978) protocol. 
Two mailings produced 194 usable responses, for a state-
wide response rate of 24.6%. Response rate was similar 
for the Southwest region, 26% with 38 usable responses. 
Because of the procedures used to assemble the sur-
vey list, some degree of overlap was inevitable (e.g., li-
censed guides who work for or do business as an outfitter 
or lodge). Based on responses received, it appeared that 
the survey list overestimated the true population of na-
ture-tourism businesses by as much as 100%. If the true 
population is in the range of380 to 410 firms, the sample 
obtained would be consistent with a 95% confidence level 
(5% margin of error). 
Focus-group interviews were conducted with groups 
oftourism business operators in four communities within 
the study area; 31 individuals participated in the focus 
groups. These interviews were conducted by the authors, 
with one acting as moderator and the others serving as 
recorders. The research team developed a series of ques-
tions and probes to elicit information regarding motiva-
tions for launching the tourism business, factors affecting 
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their business, and potential for future growth. After each 
focus-group session, the authors compared their notes 
and compiled a summary of major themes. The number of 
focus-group participants ranged from five to 12, and the 
length ofthe sessions ranged from 1 hour and 15 minutes 
to approximately two hours. 
Finally, personal interviews were conducted by the 
authors with a cross-section of community leaders, rep-
resentatives of area attractions, economic development 
officials, and others associated with the local tourism 
sector. Forty individuals in various roles throughout 
the region were interviewed by the project team. An 
interview guide was used to structure the discussions, 
which ranged from 30 to 50 minutes. Each interviewer 
prepared a summary of key observations and themes 
from their notes, which formed the basis for comparing 
and summarizing findings. 
RESULTS 
The survey of agritourism, nature-based tourism, 
and outdoor recreation-related enterprises across North 
Dakota provided insights about this emerging industry. 
(For a complete discussion of survey methods and find-
ings, see Hodur et al. 2004.) In this section, key attributes 
of nature-based tourism and outdoor recreation-related 
businesses in the Southwest REAP region are briefly 
summarized. 
PROFILE OF NATURE TOURISM AND OUTDOOR 
RECREATION BUSINESSES 
Respondents were asked to characterize the main 
focus of their business, as well as to identify specific 
services they provide. Within the SW-REAP region, re-
spondents most frequently indicated that "hunting lodge, 
guiding, fee hunting" was their primary business focus 
(43%), followed by "campground, cabins, or a limited ser-
vice resort" (23%) (Table 2). Rental houses or other forms 
of lodging, without any other hunting-related services, 
fell into the latter category. Respondents most frequently 
offered "lodging, meals, food and beverage" services 
(73.7%), while "hunting-related services" (e.g., guiding, 
fee hunting) were the next most frequently reported cat-
egory of services (58.3%) (Table 2). 
Survey respondents most frequently indicated that 
their outdoor recreation-related businesses had been 
established during the 1990s (46%) or since 2000 (24%) 
(Table 3). About 65% of the respondents indicated that 
their operation was seasonal, while the remainder operate 
TABLE 2 
PRIMARY BUSINESS FOCUS AND SERVICES 
PROVIDED, OUTDOOR RECREATION-RELATED 
BUSINESSES, SOUTHWEST REAP ZONE, 2003 
Item Percentage 
Primary business focus: 
Hunting lodge, guiding, fee hunting 42.9 
Campground, limited-service resort 22.9 
Agritourism, birding, fossil digs 8.6 
Bed and breakfast 8.6 
Fishing guides, full-service resort 5.7 
Other 11.4 
(n) (35) 
Type of services provided: 
Lodging, meals, food and beverage 73.7 
Hunting-related services 58.3 
Fishing and/or water-related services 13.9 
Wildlife viewing and/or sightseeing 14.7 
Hiking, biking, winter activities 16.7 
Agricultural and/or farm and ranch activities 16.7 
Fossil digs, archeological exploration, 11.8 
historical tours 
(n) (36) 
Source: Hodur et al. 2004. 
year-round (Table 3). Businesses most frequently operat-
ed in October (87.5%), November (70.8%), and September 
(54.2%) (data not shown). The number of customer days 
reported exhibits a bimodal distribution, wherein most 
respondents reported fewer than 150 customer days while 
a smaller but still substantial group reported 300 or more 
customer days (Table 3). 
Average number of customer days was 972; however, 
there was great variability in the number of customer 
days reported. With a standard deviation of2,827 the me-
dian may be a more reliable measure of central tendency. 
A few very large observations distorted the average. The 
median number of customer days was 65 (Table 3). 
About 25% of the clientele of these businesses came 
from the adjacent states of Minnesota, South Dakota, 
and Montana, and about half were from elsewhere in the 
United States. International customers were infrequent-
only 2% of respondents' customers were from outside 
© 2008 Center for Great Plains Studies, University of Nebraska-Lincoln 
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TABLE 3 
BUSINESS OPERATION AND CLIENTELE 
ATTRIBUTES, SOUTHWEST REAP ZONE, 2003 
Attribute Percentage 
Year business was established: 









Customer days, 2002: 
Zero 0.0 
1 to 150 73.1 
151 to 300 7.7 
More than 300 19.2 
(n) (26) 
Average number of customer days 972 




Local residents 5.1 
Elsewhere in North Dakota 20.3 
Adjacent states (MN, SD, MT) 23.4 
Elsewhere in the United States 48.7 
International 2.3 
(n) (35) 
Plans for business, next year: 
Expand 38.5 
Renovate 30.8 
Add services or activities 23.1 
Close or sell 7.7 
Source: Hodur et al. 2004. 
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the United States. About 25% of respondents' customers 
were North Dakota residents (Table 3). 
Whatever their current level of operation, the respon-
dents were optimistic about the future. Almost two in five 
of these operators (38.5%) planned to expand their current 
operation the next year, while 31% planned to renovate 
some portion of their facilities and 23% planned to add 
services or facilities (Table 3). Only about 8% planned to 
close or sell their business. 
The average gross revenue for responding businesses 
in 2002 was nearly $78,000, with an average net revenue 
(net profit) of almost $11,000 (Table 4). However, average 
values for gross and net income were not representative 
of most of the region's businesses. The large standard de-
viations suggest great variability in gross and net income 
of survey respondents. Similar to the distribution of cus-
tomer days (see Table 3), many businesses have relatively 
few customer days and limited gross revenue, while a 
few businesses had substantial numbers of customer 
days and higher gross revenues. The median gross and 
net revenue provide a better measure of central tendency 
than the mean. The median gross revenue for the South-
west-region businesses responding to the survey was only 
$14,225. 
Net revenue (net profit) in 2002 averaged almost 
$11,000 for the study-area businesses, while the median 
net revenue was about $4,200 (Table 4). Again, a few 
large observations distorted the mean, making the medi-
an a better indicator of central tendency. Low net revenue 
(and particularly the negative values) may be attributable 
to the fact that many ofthe businesses surveyed were rela-
tively new startups; 25% had started their business three 
or fewer years previously and 46% had begun operations 
between 1991 and 1999. Business operators may have 
been reinvesting a substantial part of their revenues into 
business expansion. This was subsequently confirmed by 
the focus-group discussions, where a number of operators 
discussed their efforts to expand their accommodation 
facilities and/or enhance the wildlife habitat on their 
properties. 
Only 22% of study-area respondents reported that 
their outdoor recreation-related business was their pri-
mary source of household income (Table 4). Overall, 
respondents reported their outdoor recreation-related 
business made up 21 % of their household income. Consis-
tent with the general bimodal distribution of respondents, 
the median percentage of household income from their 
outdoor recreation-related business was 10%. 
Respondents were virtually unanimous in rating 
"hunting and fishing" as activities with high economic 
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TABLE 4 
GROSS AND NET REVENUE OF OUTDOOR 
RECREATION-RELATED BUSINESSES AND 
CONTRIBUTION OF BUSINESS TO HOUSEHOLD 
INCOME, SOUTHWEST REAP ZONE, 2002 
Gross revenue, 2002: 
Average ($) 77,970 








$100,000 or more 21.4 
(n) (28) 
Net revenue, 2002: 
Average ($) 10,949 




Zero or net loss 20.0 
$1-9,999 44.0 
$10,000-19,999 16.0 
$20,000 or more 20.0 
(n) (25) 
Percentage of respondents for whom business 21.6 
is primary source of household income 
(n) (37) 




Median percentage of household income 10.0 
from business 
(n) (29) 
development potential (Table 5). More than half the 
respondents indicated "off-road activities" (e.g., hiking, 
mountain biking), "birding and wildlife viewing," and 
"working farm and ranch activities" were activities with 
high economic development potential. 
The Southwest-region operators generally were quite 
positive about the demand for their type of business and 
the economic development potential of outdoor recre-
ation-based tourism. Nearly all (94%) of respondents 
agreed that the demand for their type of business had 
increased in the last three years (Table 6). They were 
also nearly unanimous in their opinion that there should 
be more promotion of the state as a tourism destination 
(91%) and that outdoor recreation-based tourism offers 
economic development opportunities both for their local 
area (86%) and throughout the state (86%). At the same 
time, a majority of operators indicated they need more 
customers to operate at capacity (66%) and that uncer-
tainty regarding limits on nonresident hunters had hurt 
their business (56%). 
OPPORTUNITIES AND CHALLENGES IN 
EXPANDING THE NATURE-BASED TOURISM 
SECTOR 
Participants in focus groups and personal interviews 
offered their views on a wide range of topics related to 
tourism and outdoor recreation in the Southwest region. 
Focus-group participants shared their experiences and 
motivations for starting their outdoor recreation-related 
business, as well as some of the challenges they face to-
day and faced as they started their business. In addition, 
participants discussed recent sector trends and opportu-
nities for, and constraints to, sector enhancement. Several 
themes emerged, some unique to specific locales within 
the Southwest region or a specific business type and some 
consistent throughout the region. Personal interviews 
with more than 40 individuals in various related roles 
in seven communities offered a different perspective 
from that of business owners regarding recent trends, 
obstacles, and opportunities for growth and expansion. 
Often the comments of personal interviewees were more 
general than the focus groups and more reflective of is-
sues specific to their local community and the immediate 
area. 
The key points arising from the focus groups and per-
sonal interviews are summarized below, organized into 
the following categories: assets, constraints/challenges, 
and opportunities for developing the region's tourism sec-
tor. The topics presented in this section are not intended 
to exhaust all issues relevant to the development and ex-
pansion of nature-based tourism in the Southwest region. 
Rather, this section identifies and characterizes some of 
the broader themes identified and discussed by research 
participants. 
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TABLE 5 
OUTDOOR RECREATION-RELATED BUSINESS PROPRIETORS' PERCEPTIONS OF THE ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT POTENTIAL OF ACTIVITIES IN NORTH DAKOTA, SOUTHWEST REAP ZONE, 2003 
Activity Average Standard High 
scorea deviation potentialb 
Hunting and fishing 4.6 .61 93.9 
Off-road activities (hiking, biking) 3.7 .90 62.5 
Birding, wildlife viewing 3.5 .98 59.4 
Working farm and ranch activities (farm tours, trail rides, corn 3.5 1.21 56.3 
maze, etc.) 
Heritage tours 3.4 1.07 46.9 
Fossil digs, archeological explorations 3.3 1.15 43.8 
Water sports (canoeing, sailing, water skiing, jet skiing, etc.) 3.1 1.21 37.5 
Off-road motor sports (ATVs, dirt bikes) 2.8 .99 22.6 
(n)C (32) 
a Average score is based on a scale from 1 to 5 where 1 is "no potential" and 5 is "great potential." 
b Percentage who rated activity either 5 (great potential) or 4 (some potential). 
C Average number of responses per variable. 
Abundant natural resources, a rich cultural history, 
and a multitude of recreational opportunities were con-
sistently identified as the region's greatest assets. Re-
spondents identified specific natural resource amenities 
such as the Theodore Roosevelt National Park, the Maah 
Daah Hey Trail through the North Dakota Badlands, 
the Killdeer Mountains, Lake Sakakawea, and White 
Butte (the state's highest point) as area attractions. The 
region's landscape and wide-open vistas provide visitors 
with experiences unique to North Dakota. The Killdeer 
Mountain Battlefield, the Medicine Hole, an Indian buf-
falo jump, and old Fort Berthold were a few examples 
of the region's cultural history that were identified by 
participants. More contemporary themes of the cowboy 
culture and rodeo, as well as the rich heritage associated 
with farming and ranching, were also cited as examples 
of the area's cultural history. In addition to unique culture 
and landscape, the region's world-class pheasant hunting, 
as well as other types of hunting activities, was nearly 
unanimously identified as one of the region's greatest 
assets. Other participants, however, quickly pointed out 
that while hunting may be one of the area's key drawing 
cards, it is not the region's only recreational attraction. 
Biking, birding, wildlife viewing, horseback riding, 
working farm and ranch activities, paleontological ac-
tivities including field tours and fossil digs, stargazing, 
and simply enjoying the unique landscape and culture of 
© 2008 Center for Great Plains Studies, University of Nebraska-Lincoln 
the region were frequently mentioned as examples of the 
recreational opportunities available there. In addition to 
scenic beauty and the area's abundant physical resources, 
many participants cited one often-overlooked strength: 
friendly people and small-town western hospitality. 
Many participants recounted visitors' and guests' compli-
ments on the region's refreshing small-town atmosphere 
and the hospitality of its residents. 
Four major themes were identified by participants 
as constraints to expansion of the sector: (1) issues of 
perception, (2) a shortage of resources to promote the 
area, (3) state policy relating to hunting, and (4) expand-
ing tourism beyond hunting. Many research participants 
indicated they believed out-of-state visitors' perceptions 
and images of the state were inaccurate. Some par-
ticipants thought nonresidents tended to think of North 
Dakota as a cold and barren land with not much to do or 
see. They believed the key to expanding the tourism sec-
tor was to address these kinds ofmisperceptions. Local 
residents' negative attitudes and perceptions about the 
potential for developing the sector and local resistance 
to businesses that offer recreation-related activities and 
services were also cited as substantial impediments 
to sector development. Local resistance, coupled with 
concerns that out-of-state hunters were no longer wel-
come, was of special concern to businesses that focused 
on hunting and hunting-related services. For example, 
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TABLE 6 
ISSUES AND ATTITUDES RELATED TO OUTDOOR RECREATION-RELATED TOURISM SECTOR, 
SOUTHWEST REAP ZONE, 2003 
Standard 
a Average score based on a scale from I to 5 where I is "strongly disagree" and 5 is "strongly agree." 
b Percentage who strongly agree (5) or agree (4). 
C Average number of observations per item. 
a guest-ranch operator and hunting outfitter stated that 
the success of area hunting businesses and growing 
recreational demand for land seemed to cause jealousy 
among neighbors who are seeking to expand their own 
landholdings for agricultural purposes. 
In nearly all circumstances, the shortage of resources, 
both human and financial, was identified as an impedi-
ment to sector enhancement. Participants cited as exam-
ples the lack of state funding for visitors' centers or public 
cost-share programs for new businesses. A particular 
concern, mentioned by several interviewees, was that the 
state had withdrawn its support for travel information 
centers a few years previously. 
Recent changes and/or proposed changes in state laws 
regulating out-of-state hunters were often highlighted as 
an impediment to the continued development of the tour-
ism sector in the Southwest region. Some participants 
indicated that the restrictions had already impacted many 
Main Street businesses. This was a particular concern 
because some of these businesses have become very 
dependent on revenue from hunters. As one local banker 
commented, "I can point out businesses on our Main 
Street that receive two-thirds of their annual revenue dur-
ing the first six weeks of the pheasant season." 
While specific activities and services that partici-
pants viewed as offering the greatest opportunity varied 
somewhat within the region, optimism for growth in 
nature-based and outdoor recreation-related tourism was 
widespread. While the Theodore Roosevelt National Park 
was specifically cited by many as the region's keystone 
attraction, other activities such as hunting, hiking, bik-
ing, birding, wildlife viewing, and cultural and heritage 
activities were cited as examples of activities that have 
substantial economic development potential. 
An issue that arose in most discussions with operators 
of hunting-related businesses was the need to find other 
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activities that would extend their season. As one outfitter 
said, "It's really difficult to pay for a lodge based on a 
hunting season of only four to six weeks." Some felt that 
they could try to promote birding, wildlife viewing, and 
heritage activities as the basis for family vacations dur-
ing the spring and summer seasons. Several focus-group 
participants also expressed their belief that pheasant and 
other wildlife populations could be greatly expanded 
through changes in land management practices. They cit-
ed their own efforts, in planting trees, developing water, 
and establishing nesting cover and food plots. They also 
expressed the belief that landowners are now beginning 
to regard wildlife as a possible source of revenue and thus 
may be more receptive than in the past to implementing 
wildlife-friendly practices. 
ISSUES 
Based on the survey and qualitative data collected, 
four issues emerged as particularly worthy of attention. 
These were (1) perceptions of the region and state, (2) 
lack of resources for marketing and promotion, (3) state 
policies relating to hunting, and (4) expanding tourism 
beyond hunting. A brief explanation of each issue is fol-
lowed by a discussion of relevant background and recent 
actions to address them. 
Perceptions of Region and State 
Some participants expressed concern that persons 
unfamiliar with North Dakota had negative perceptions 
regarding the state. However, state tourism officials indi-
cate that their research shows that most persons who have 
not visited North Dakota do not hold negative perceptions 
but rather essentially have no image ofthe state and no no-
tion of the state's attractions. Thus, they see the solution 
to this problem to be more advertising and promotion of 
the state and region, to make potential visitors aware of 
its attractions (Tourism Division director S. O. Coleman, 
pers. comm. 2006). Unfortunately, lack of resources for 
marketing and promotion has limited these efforts. 
Lack of Marketing Resources 
Most of the businesses in the Southwest region are 
relatively new, small, and provide only supplemental 
income for their operators. These characteristics are 
similar to those of their counterparts in other areas of 
the state, as well as to nature-tourism businesses around 
the world (McKercher 1998; MacLellan 1999; Getz and 
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Carlsen 2000; Hodur et al. 2004). Because the area's 
tourism businesses are small, they have very limited 
resources for advertising and promotion. Similarly, the 
region's communities are small (the REAP zone has 
only one town with over 2,000 people), with limited 
resources. Currently, however, efforts are being made 
to pool the region's resources. In 1998, the West River 
Tourism Council was formed to provide a forum for 
tourism-industry participants and community leaders to 
come together to address issues important to the region. 
The tourism council subsequently launched a cooperative 
marketing program, called Dakota West Adventures, for 
member firms. Through a website and a series of publica-
tions, Dakota West Adventures is enabling member firms 
to obtain greater visibility in a cost-effective manner. 
With 50 to 60 active members, the council is providing 
the tourism sector and communities seeking to enhance 
tourism with a means to pool their resources and to gain 
greater leverage in the state policy arena. 
With support from organizations like the council, the 
state tourism agency also has enjoyed recent success in 
obtaining resources to support marketing and promotion 
efforts. The 2007 legislative session provided the Tourism 
Division of the North Dakota Department of Commerce 
with a 37% increase in its budget, with most of these 
funds targeted to promotion. This followed a substantial 
increase in marketing resources provided by the 2005 
legislature. With these added resources, the Tourism Di-
vision has launched a number of cooperative marketing 
and promotion efforts with local and regional groups and 
businesses. 
State Policy Relating to Hunting 
While expanded hunting has been a major source of 
growth in tourism for the Southwest region, the influx of 
hunters from outside the state has not been universally 
welcomed. Groups claiming to represent in-state hunters 
charge that outfitters are leasing most of the best hunting 
land, that wealthy out-of-state hunters are purchasing 
substantial amounts of land, and that access to attrac-
tive hunting land is becoming extremely difficult for the 
average sportsman. Particular concerns have been raised 
regarding access for younger hunters, who are considered 
less able than others to afford access fees. 
Based in part on concerns over access, a number of 
proposed restrictions on guides and outfitters and/or on 
nonresident hunters were introduced in recent North Da-
kota legislative sessions. In particular, the 2003 legisla-
tive session enacted legislation that (1) raised license fees 
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for nonresident hunters of small game (i.e., pheasant), (2) 
limited the number of days nonresidents can hunt (now 
10 days) without purchasing an additional small-game 
license, and (3) established a new licensing and fee struc-
ture for guides and outfitters. These restrictions on non-
resident hunters were blamed by some in the Southwest 
area for a reduction in the number of nonresident hunters 
during the 2003 season. In any event, the experience in 
2003 pointed out the vulnerability of a tourism sector 
based on nonresident hunters to changes in state regula-
tions or to perceptions that hunting access in a particular 
area is difficult. 
The North Dakota Game and Fish Department has 
responded to access concerns by expanding its Private 
Lands Open To Sportsmen (PLOTS) program. The 
2005 legislature (with encouragement from a number of 
Southwest area leaders) provided additional resources 
for the PLOTS program and added a community match 
provision that allows communities who wish to attract 
hunters to provide additional incentive payments for 
nearby landowners to enroll attractive lands (Freeman 
2005). As a result of these steps, land enrolled in the 
PLOTS program statewide has risen from less than 
150,000 acres in 2001 to more than 860,000 acres in 
2006 (Wilson 2006). 
Expanding Tourism Beyond Hunting 
Recent growth of the tourism sector has been based 
largely on hunting and on the Theodore Roosevelt Na-
tional Park and the attractions of the surrounding Bad-
lands region. Study participants identified opportunities 
to build on these regional strengths. Informants familiar 
with the hunting subsector saw opportunities to expand 
with related activities, either other forms of hunting (e.g., 
prairie dog shooting, which is primarily a spring and 
summer activity) or activities such as birding, wildlife 
viewing, or trail rides that would capitalize on the region's 
unique resources. For example, the recently developed 
Maah Daah Hey Trail through the Badlands could pro-
vide an opportunity for expanding trail riding, hiking, 
and mountain biking. Birding and wildlife viewing could 
be promoted based on regionally unique species like the 
sage grouse and on the wildlife-viewing opportunities 
provided by Theodore Roosevelt National Park and the 
extensive public lands of the Badlands region. Similarly, 
efforts are ongoing to build on the attraction provided by 
the national park and its gateway community, Medora. 
The organization that owns and operates most of the 
facilities and accommodations in the Medora area has 
recently added a new golf course and several specialty 
shops. 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
Tourism promotion has become an important eco-
nomic development strategy, even for regions like the 
Great Plains that have traditionally been dependent on 
agriculture and extractive industries. The southwestern 
North Dakota study area offers an example of a region 
that, although historically dependent on agriculture and 
the energy industry, has recently experienced substantial 
growth in nature-based tourism. As a result, area decision 
makers and the economic development community are 
now including tourism promotion as one of their econom-
ic development priorities. Recognizing the limitations 
associated with a sector dominated by small businesses 
in a region characterized by a sparse population and small 
communities, efforts have been made to pool the region's 
resources. The West River Tourism Council has provided 
tourism-sector firms and communities seeking to en-
hance tourism with a means to pool their resources and 
gain greater leverage to influence state policies. These 
efforts have led to encouraging developments, including 
recent increases in state resources allocated to tourism-
sector promotion. 
Going forward, the tourism council may be in a po-
sition to consider new initiatives. One possibility might 
be to obtain state resources to enable further develop-
ment of some of the region's undeveloped attractions. 
For example, the region has several historic battlefields 
from the Indian Wars era. However, they typically lack 
access and interpretation. The same can be said regard-
ing sites that had significance to the Native American 
tribes, such as the Medicine Hole and a buffalo jump in 
the Killdeer Mountains area. One or more of these sites 
could be identified for development, perhaps as part of 
a longer-term development plan for the region's tourism 
sector. 
Finally, the study points to areas for potential future 
research. Two of these seem particularly salient. First, 
very little is known about the attributes of area visitors. A 
series of visitor surveys could provide insights regarding 
visitor origins, attributes, motivations, activities engaged 
in while visiting the region, interest in future visits, and 
activities that would be of interest to them in that context. 
Secondly, research on the effect of agricultural manage-
ment practices (farming, haying, grazing) on wildlife 
populations could provide insights that could help recon-
cile the needs of agriculture and wildlife. 
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